During the last few decades we have discovered an enormous amount about our genomes, their evolution and, importantly for linguists and language scientists, the genetic foundations of language and speech.
www.cambridge.org © in this web service Cambridge University Press Cambridge University Press 978-1-107-00129-9 -An Introduction to Genetics for Language Scientists: Current Concepts, Methods and Findings Dan Dediu Frontmatter More information were no introductions to genetics written for scientists interested in language and speech and the available general introductions were either too long and dense or did not really appeal to the interests of these readers. Soon after this meeting I moved to Nijmegen, the Netherlands, joining the world-renowned Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics with the specific task to begin working on the genetics of language and speech, trying to build upon the enormous amount of expertise scattered across the various departments of the institute, paving the way as it were for the upcoming new department of Language and Genetics. This task was extremely interesting as it effectively meant bridging the gaps between specialties, and I worked with neuroscientists, "classical" psycholinguists, quantitative historical linguists and typologists (for lack of a better name), specialists in child language acquisition and even the odd field linguist. This taught me invaluable lessons about what is interesting, relevant and accessible to all these scientists, and made me discover topics that I did not even know existed and are potentially so important for the genetics of language and speech (such as the emerging village sign languages and the genetics of hearing deficits; thank you Connie). Likewise, teaching several introductory courses in various summer schools and giving invited lectures at conferences and workshops put me in direct contact with the maddeningly complicated and devilishly smart audience this book is designed for, and forced me to sharpen my explanations, pick the right examples and hedge my theoretical positions.
But it was no easy job. Trying to convey the importance of differences (as opposed to the always assumed ideal participant that one approximates by having dozens of imperfect replicas in an experimental condition) was a main stumbling block, as was dispelling the fear that what I am "really" interested in was to classify people based on their genes (no, geneticists are some of the xiii www.cambridge.org © in this web service Cambridge University Press Cambridge University Press 978-1-107-00129-9 -An Introduction to Genetics for Language Scientists: Current Concepts, Methods and Findings Dan Dediu Frontmatter More information xiv Acknowledgements most vehement opponents of classifications as they experience first-hand, dayby-day the gradualness and complexity of human variation), or, equally worse, to find genetic differences that are -therefore one would say -unchangeable, reinforcing the differences between those who have and those who don't (of course, if modern genetics and evolutionary theory teaches us anything it is that the environment is essential to everything genetic to the point of blurring this apparently clear-cut distinction).
Of course, as any cursory look at my CV shows, I am no geneticist by training, but I have always been interested in biology (literally, I remember reading about evolution in my 4th or 5th grade thanks to my mother, a biology teacher) and I have been working on questions to do with evolution, genetics and language for the past 10 years or so. The good news is that you don't need to have had biology classes to be able to understand it, but the downside is that, as a self-taught geneticist, you will always have gaps in your knowledge. Thus, I am particularly indebted to my new colleagues -the "real geneticists", as I sometimes call them -in the Language and Genetics department here, at the Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics (whose work oft-times fills me with awe), especially to Prof. Simon Fisher, Dr. Sonja Vernes, Dr. Clyde Francks, Dr. Sarah Graham, Dr. Tulio Guadalupe, Dr. Nicolas Brucato, Paolo Devanna, Alessandro Gialluisi, and Amaia Carrión Castillo.
The Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics in Nijmegen is an amazing place for inter-disciplinary work where we somehow manage to talk across discipline boundaries and effectively collaborate with each other, a feat that is much more difficult to accomplish than one would naïvely think. It has also financially supported me through most of the time spent writing this book and its library allowed me to access all the journals, papers and books I needed to; many thanks to the librarians and especially to Karin Kastens. My current project here, the so-called "G[3]bils" (Genetic biases in language and speech, funded by the Netherlands Organisation for Scientific Research [NWO] through the VIDI project 276-70-022, together with Dr. Scott Moisik and Rick Janssen) is a living example of how taking into account genetics in an inter-disciplinary framework can shed light on patterns of diversity in phonetics and phonology.
I have learned a lot from discussions with many colleagues across the years, but I want to mention in particular Prof. Stephen C. Levinson, Prof. Simon Fisher and Prof. D. Robert Ladd (University of Edinburgh, UK), who very nicely illustrate how one can successfully bridge multiple disciplines at once and yet still manage to be at the forefront of one's own scientific fields.
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